Abstract
Introduction
English is the language of globalization (Crystal, 2003; Dewey, 2007; Pennycook, 2010) . This is mainly due to the worldwide dominance of the United States since World War II and the resulting use of English as a lingua franca in an increasing number of domains, including the economy, politics, and culture (Fishman, 2006) . In higher education, English has become prominent as the language of manuals and course materials, scientific publications, research, as well as teaching, a trend which is particularly noticeable in Europe (Wächter, 2014) . In Latin America, however, the surge of English is relatively recent, and the level of English tends to be generally low (English Proficiency Index, 2017) . Within Latin America, Cuba takes a mid-position on the 2017 English Proficiency Index with a score of 50.83; i.e. 'low proficiency'.
Cuba is a very interesting case as its relations with the United States have been strained since the 1959 Revolution. It was not until 2015 that diplomatic relations between both countries were resumed officially. In a groundbreaking move after more than half a century of estrangement, President Obama aimed to normalize relations between both countries, and Secretary of State Kerry presided over the official reopening of the US Embassy in Cuba on 24 August 2015. While Cuba was awash with hope that relations between both countries were eventually back to normal, the new administration appears to have dashed this hope as President Trump tightened the economic embargo on Cuba and released new, restrictive travel rules in 2017 (Alzugaray, 2017; Pope & Finn, 2017; Dembicz, 2017; Grabendorff, 2017) .
Consequently, learning and teaching English in Cuba should be understood in the context of this fraught relationship with its dominant neighbour. Whereas in the 1980s, learning English was not encouraged in Cuba and it was even seen as 'supporting the Americans' (Pignatelli, 2017) , in today's Cuba English has been gaining importance, and the learning, teaching and testing of English has become a priority. Thus, the Cuban Ministry of Higher Education (Ministerio de Educación Superior, henceforth MES) stresses the importance of foreign languages -English in particular -to be able to fully participate in a globalizing world (MES, 2013) .
Following this new policy, the Ministry adopted the B1+ level; i.e. 'Independent User' according to the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001) as a requirement for graduation, and students have up to four years to acquire the necessary language skills, both written and orally. In order to acquire these skills, students can attend English language courses, make use of academic services in English, or manage their learning independently. Language centres (Centros de Idiomas) as well as self-access centres (Centros de Auto-acceso) are set up to meet the needs of training in English.
The underlying assumption is that globalization necessitates English, and therefore the Cuban Ministry introduced a paradigmatic shift in the teaching and learning of English. Whereas during the period 1960-1982 the focus was on reading skills in a broad sense, and then, between 1983 and 1990, on reading skills for academic and professional purposes (Rivera et al., 2017) , at present the focus has shifted towards oral skills in the academic and professional contexts. Yet, Cuban universities still fail to achieve the desired level in the domain of communicative competence, and the level of proficiency in English of Cuban students entering higher education remains low and heterogeneous (Rivera et al., 2016; MES, 2013 ). In addition, the level of motivation towards language learning tends to be low, and the students lack awareness of the need for English as a study and work tool.
Research objectives and methodology
The current research explores how Cuban language learners and teachers perceive the growing importance of English in today's higher education in Cuba. Data were collected by means of a questionnaire conducted at Universidad de Oriente in Santiago de Cuba in December 2017. The rationale to choose Universidad de Oriente is that this institution is the leading university in the eastern part of Cuba, and one of the main universities nationwide.
This study intends to answer the following research question: How do language learners and language teachers in Cuba perceive the growing importance of English in their higher education?
In order to explore this question, two different areas of research were selected: English language students and their lecturers on the one hand, and Engineering students and their lecturers on the other hand. Whereas the former group was expected to take a more positive attitude towards English, the latter group was expected to take a less positive attitude or to have a lower level of motivation to learn English as their perceived need of English might be lower. That is, English may not be perceived as a top priority for many Cubans in their daily work context. Another hypothesis referred to age. Younger learners or users of English were expected to have more positive attitudes than the older generation as the latter had grown up in a different context in which English was not needed. Besides, many of these experienced lecturers had learned Russian instead of English, a language they are less acquainted with, while younger people might be more convinced of the need to learn English.
The data were obtained by means of a questionnaire, which was set up in Spanish. Since it was not feasible to pilot the questionnaire at Universidad de Oriente, it was conducted at the University of Antwerp with a group of Spanish-speaking students from various countries in Latin America, who also provided useful feedback. Both universities are involved in a transversal project set up by the Flemish Interuniversity Council VLIR-UOS (http://www.vlir-uos.be) with the aim to enhance capacity building in Cuba. The focus of the present programme is on English language learning, teaching and testing in Cuban higher education.
Due to persistent problems related to the internet in Cuba and the fact that Cubans are generally not familiar with completing online forms, the questionnaire was paper-based (see Appendix). This also explains why the questionnaire was completed by a relativey small sample of respondents: 20 students and 10 lecturers from the English Department and 20 students and 10 lecturers from the Engineering Department. A larger sample would not have proven to be feasible in the given circumstances.
The questionnaire consisted of multiple choice questions relating to the respondents' personal profile (1), their perceived need of English (2), English courses taken (3), the place where these courses were taken (4), the participants' perceived level of English (5), standardized exams taken in English (6), and their familiarity with the CEFR (7). The final question was an open-ended question in which respondents were asked to make associations with English (8). The intended purpose of this item was to elicit personal and creative responses instead of restraining responses to fixed alternatives.
Discussion
The questionnaire revealed that the respondents' attitudes towards English are overwhelmingly positive. While 90% of the Engineering students considered English as very important and the remaining 10% considered it as important, all Language students, their lecturers and the Engineering lecturers perceived English as very important for educational and professional prospects.The hypothesis was therefore rejected in that no relevant differences could be observed between the English language students and their lecturers on the one hand, and the Engineering students and their lecturers on the other hand. Age did not appear to be significant either. Language and Engineering students from all academic years as well as young lecturers (with 10-15 years of experience at the university) and experienced lecturers (with more than 20 years of experience at the university) agreed on the relevance of English language in this new context of Cuban higher education.
In spite of these positive attitudes towards English language learning, 70% of the Language students and 60% of the Engineering students admitted that they had never enrolled in English language courses. In addition, 50% of the students from both areas stated to have learnt English without having attended any formal courses. This may be due to limited availability of language courses, high costs of private language tutors or lack of time. On the other hand, 40% of the Language lecturers and 50% of the Engineering lecturers, regardless of age, had taken English courses during and after university studies. Therefore, it might be assumed that although students recognize the importance of English, they do not take steps towards formal English training unless they are certain they will need the language after university graduation.
Regarding the perceived level of English, respondents tended to overrate their ability to communicate in English. Based on the CEFR descriptors, most Language students and lecturers rated their level of English as C1 or C2, whereas their actual level is more likely to be within the B1-B2 range, particularly in the case of the students. Besides, many language lecturers may not be 'proficient users' (C1-C2) of English either, in spite of the fact that many of them have taken the Teaching Knowledge Test certified by the British Council (Radio Cadena Agramonte, 2017). The Engineering students and lecturers overrated themselves as well, as most of them (lecturers as well as students) rated their proficiency as B2, whereas their actual level is generally lower. Yet, it may be difficult to establish an accurate range, as most respondents have never taken a standardized language proficiency test that certifies their level of English. Moreover, a very low percentage of the participants is actually familiar with the CEFR, even though the Cuban Ministry of Higher Education has adopted the CEFR as its official standard. Concerning the final question, English is most commonly associated with communication, scientific research, bibliography, academic mobility, professionalism, traveling and free-time activities. Links to the United States or its policy towards Cuba are strikingly absent in the respondents' associations.
The findings are in line with results from a large-scale study carried out at the University of Antwerp, which revealed that lecturer and student attitudes towards English are largely positive (van Splunder, 2014) . It should be noted that the participants in Antwerp were more acquainted with English than their counterparts in Santiago. Moreover, their level of English was considerably higher (B2 is required for incoming students, C1 for teaching purposes).
Conclusion
Whereas in the previous decades, English was commonly associated with the United States or with US imperialism, this is hardly the case in today's Cuba, in which learning English has become a top priority. Although the sample was relatively small, this research demonstrates that attitudes towards English are largely positive as the language is associated with globalization and educational and professional prospects in Cuban higher education. In other words, English means access to the world, not just to the United States.
In contrast to earlier observations, the level of motivation towards learning English did not appear to be low, and the students did not appear to lack awareness of the need for English as a study and work tool. However, the level of English remains generally low, a fact which
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most respondents did not appear to be aware of. Moreover, from a more general perspective, it should be noted that access to English remains limited in Cuba.
As a follow up to this research, a larger-scale online questionnaire should be administered, on condition that improved internet facilities are available. Moreover, it would be relevant to conduct interviews or focus groups to analyse the attitudes in more detail to find out why they are so positive. At the same time, it could be significant to find out why negative attitudes are strikingly absent, even with the older generation. It should be considered to broaden the scope of research, and to focus on other stakeholders, such as the Ministry of Higher Education. Finally, it may be relevant to study English language attitudes in areas other than higher education, such as tourism or business, and areas in which English is not commonly used. English may mean access to the world, but it remains an open question what this implies for groups of people such as farmers whose life and work is limited to a Cuban context, and who apparently do not participate in globalization.
